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 Experience 47: FREESTATE | October 8, 2020 until March 27, 2021  

	
Image: Cole Sternberg, owls stirred the silence, thermal transfer, paper and acrylic on finished wood panels, 9’x12’, 2020, © Cole Sternberg. 

 
Dear Teachers,  
Welcome to Experience 47: FREESTATE at ESMoA. 
FREESTATE is a provocative and fantastical installation 
by artist Cole Sternberg that includes an in-gallery 
Experience, dedicated website, and propaganda factory 
that conjures into conceptual existence The Free 
Republic of California.  
FREESTATE prolifically details and addresses concepts 
of human rights, the environment, and democracy 
through a wide range of visual media to turn a mirror 
onto American society’s past moral choices and 
previously unconsidered future.  
We hope that you’ll find this Guide flexible and 
adaptable for your needs whether you’re using it to 
prepare for a virtual visit to the Experience with your 
students or as a stand-alone instructional unit. 

This guide includes: 
§ Information on how to visit with your class; 
§ Overview of the Experience; 
§ Links to videos and teacher resources; 
§ Connections to standards; 
§ Strategies for conducting inclusive discussions; 
§ Selected works of art with information, questions, 

and prompts. 
For easy classroom viewing, download the accompanying 
PowerPoint presentation and use this PDF for reference 
during your lesson.  
We’d love to hear from you about how you use these 
materials. Please email your feedback to 
schools@artlab21.org.  
 
Thank you for Spreading the Spark of Creativity! 
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HOW TO VISIT THE EXPERIENCE WITH YOUR STUDENTS ON ZOOM 
 
 
ESMoA virtual Field trips are available for grades K-12. Virtual field trips will enhance any distance-learning 
curriculum through interaction and student-driven discussion.  
 

o Book your tour as early as possible by using the current SignUp Genius link here or contacting Schools at 

schools@artlab21.org.  

o Tours can be scheduled Tuesday to Thursday from 9:30am to 10:30am and from 11:00am to 12:00pm. If 

you would like to request an alternative time slot, please write to schools@artlab21.org to check for 

availability.  

o The link for the Zoom meeting will be sent to the classroom facilitator 24-hours before the scheduled field 

trip. If you are reserving multiple slots for two or more classrooms, please include the email and phone 

contact for each instructor.  

o Tours are FREE! 
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FREESTATE OVERVIEW 
 
In Experience 47: FREESTATE, Artist Cole Sternberg will 
conceive and enact an agitprop public movement via 
exhibition, dedicated website and propaganda factory that 
conjures into conceptual existence The Free Republic of 
California. Taking place both inside and outside ESMoA, 
as well as an online digital revolution, FREESTATE 
prolifically details and addresses concepts of human 
rights, the environment, democracy and freedom through 
a multi-media and publicly activated artistic journey, one 
that recalls Joseph Beuys’ 7000 Oaks (which precipitated 
the founding of Germany’s Green Party in 1980). Cole 
Sternberg employs sculpture in its 3-dimensional totality: 
physical, performative, and social to turn a mirror onto 
American society’s past moral choices and previously 
unconsidered future. 
 
An official campaign website: 
www.thefreerepublicofcalifornia.com was launched on 
September 8, 2020. The site is complete with the plan for 
secession, the policies of the future, event information, 
local activation guidelines, visual presentations, and Free 
Republic merchandise such as limited edition shirts hand-
screened by the artist, buttons and posters. The site also 
contains a digital library of newly drafted policy papers, 
agreements and treaties, as well as a historical archive.  
	

Artist Cole Sternberg was born in Richmond, Virginia. He 
lives and works in Los Angeles and practices in a range of 
formats including painting, installation, video, and writing. 
Series of his work have focused on a variety of social 
issues, from current human rights activism and its 
relationship to the law, to the environment, to the media 
and concepts of content overload. The works tend to be 
subtle or subversive in nature, driven by elegant visual 
concepts and poetry.  
 
The ESMoA Experience Award recipient for FREESTATE 
is Álvaro D. Márquez. Marquez is an interdisciplinary artist 
and researcher who works primarily around issues of 
historical and contemporary forms of displacement, using 
print-based installation, sculpture and fiber art.  
 
In “Ecologies of Displacment,” Márquez asks visitors a 
series of questions that implicate us in the settler colonial 
project, and implores us to imagine a new world; one that 
acknowledges the erasure of Indigenous people, and 
which looks to the past as a way of understanding our way 
forward for a more just, equitable, and sustainable world.  
 
 

 
LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
ESMoA recognizes and acknowledges that we are guests in the homeland territory of the Gabrielino-Tongva. We extend 
our respect and gratitude to the many Indigenous people who call these lands home. 
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LESSON OVERVIEW 
 
Each lesson includes an artwork and questions that promote observation and discussion about a specific artwork. 
Suggested activity and writing prompts offer students the opportunity to explore FREESTATE through written and art-
making assignments.  
	
	

	

LESSON OBJECTIVES 
 
Students will: 

 

✔ Take time to look at artwork and describe what they see; 

✔ Connect the visual arts with every day subjects and topics;  

✔ Critically reflect on the history of California; 

✔ Gain greater understanding about the connections between human rights, the environment, and 

democracy; 

✔ Gain greater understanding about how research and art can be tools to effect social change; 

✔ Be empowered to research an issue in their community and create an artwork that shares their findings, 

raises awareness, and/or proposes solutions. 
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GETTING STARTED 
When facilitating sensitive discussions of social 
categorizations such as race, identity, class, 
gender, and sexuality, it’s important to help 
students practice conversing in a respectful and 
compassionate manner. Often students reflect 
larger cultural attitudes and phrasing in their 
comments, unaware that some may find them 
hurtful.  
 
1. Teaching Tolerance offers a number of 
resources for educators on how to conduct safe 
and brave discussions in the classroom about 
race and gender bias. https://www.tolerance.org/  
 
2. Teachers can also download a free .PDF, 
“Fostering Civil Discourse: A Guide for Classroom 
Discussions” from Facing History and Ourselves. 
Sign up is required. 
https://www.facinghistory.org/books-
borrowing/fostering-civil-discourse-guide-
classroom-conversations.  
	

	

 
 
Guidelines for successful discussion in general: 
The questions included in this guide are open-
ended and designed to encourage multiple, 
divergent responses from students. We 
recommend the following questions to start the 
discussion,  
 
● What is going on in this artwork? 
● What did you see that made you say that? 
● What more can you find? 

 
In order to create an environment where students 
feel free to share their ideas, try to receive each 
comment neutrally and paraphrase each student 
response to confirm your understanding as well 
as offer validation to students.  
 
The questions are based on Visual Thinking 
Strategies (VTS) curriculum. We recommend 
watching the following VTS demonstration:  
https://emprobstvts.weebly.com/vts-the-three-
simple-questions.html 
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITY 
 
To prepare students for their FREESTATE tour, you may wish to complete the following activities:  
 
Ask students, What do you think of when you think of California? 
 
We recommend having this discussion on your classroom’s white board. At the conclusion of your discussion, 
acknowledge student contributions.  
 
What more can I share?  
Inform students that FREESTATE features artworks by two artists that explore ideas about statehood and our 
relationship to history and the land we now call California. Students will also see artworks by artists living and 
working in Los Angeles; and look at and talk about three to four artworks during their field trip. 
	
	
	
	
	

 
STANDARDS 
 
The discussion and activities in this lesson support both California Visual Arts Standards, Common Core State 
Standards and other California state standards. 
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THE FREE REPUBLIC OF CALIFORNIA SEAL  
 
  

 
Cole Sternberg, The Free Republic of California Seal in a Box, Acrylic 
on wood, 16’ x 16’, 2020, photo by Mark Knight, © ESMoA 
 

 
The Great Seal of the State of California, adopted by the state 
constitutional convention in 1849. 

 
 
Cole Sternberg used The Great Seal of California as a 
starting point for The Free Republic of California Seal in 
a Box. On the right is The Great Seal of California 
adopted at the California state Constitutional convention 
of 1849. It has undergone minor revisions since then 
with the last adjustments adopted in 1937.  
 
The seal shows the Roman goddess Minerva, goddess 
of wisdom and war; a California grizzly bear, the official 
state animal, feeding on grape vines; a sheaf of grain; a 
miner with a pickaxe digging into the green landscape; 
and sailing ships in the water in the background. The 
word “Eureka” meaning “I have found it,” is the California 
state motto. 

 
 
Give students a minute to look silently at the images, then 
ask: 
  
What are the similarities and differences between these two 
seals?  
  
Why do you think the artist Cole Sternberg decided to 
visually represent “The Free Republic of California” seal this 
way?    
 
What is the purpose or function of a state seal? What does 
a seal symbolize? If you were to redesign or modernize the 
California seal to reflect our current state histories, what 
visual imagery or symbols would you include? Using paper 
and colored pencils or markers, design your own seal!  
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FOR ZOE LEONARD  
 

 

 
A note for teachers: for zoe leonard should be shared with 
students in grades 8 and up. For grades K – 7, we 
recommend reading and reviewing the Mission in The 
Constitution of the Free Republic of California. All grade 
levels can respond to the writing prompt.  
 
This poem has been dedicated to the Artist Zoe Leonard 
and is based on her 1992 poem, “I Want a President” 
inspired by poet and writer Eileen Myles’ presidential bid.  
  
Let’s take a moment to silently read this document. Invite a 
student to read this poem as if it were a speech or letter.  
  
Let’s unpack this text. What’s going on in this poem?  
 
What is this poem communicating to the reader?  
 
What is the tone of this poem? Who is the ‘”I” in this poem?  
  
Writing prompt for students: 
Craft a poem using the prompt “I want” to express your 
ideas about the kind of country you want to live in. Your 
poem should reflect your values and beliefs. 

Cole Sternberg, for zoe leonard, Ink on paper, 13.5” x 17”, 2020, © Cole 
Sternberg. 
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A CAGED BIRD MEANT TO FLY  
 
  

 
Cole Sternberg, a caged bird meant to fly, Various woods, thermal transfer and acrylic  on finished wood panel, steel, brass, ink on paper, 
serpentine rocks, internal speaker system, 57” high x 31.5” wide x 23.5” deep (56” wide when open), 2020, © ESMoA. 
 
 
A 1940s radio cabinet has been transformed into a curio 
cabinet filled with unique objects that speak to the 
California dream.  
 
It even has its own soundtrack: California Dreamin’ by 
American folk rock group, The Mamas and the Papas. 
Click here to explore the interior of the cabinet.  
 
Ask students to write down what objects they see. 
 
After viewing the video, ask students, 
  
What did you observe in the artwork? What objects or items 
did you identify inside the cabinet? What do the objects 
symbolize?  
 
 
  

 
If you were to make a mini museum or curio cabinet of 
objects to represent your “California Dream,” what would it 
look, sound and smell like? Draw or construct your curio 
cabinet with objects from home.  
   
After viewing the video of the cabinet interior, watch the 
interview with Cole here: https://youtu.be/VTB2lCgtXkY.  
  
After viewing the video, ask students to write a response to 
the prompt: What song would you pick for the cabinet to 
represent California? Why?   
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OWLS STIRRED THE SILENCE 

 

 
Throughout FREESTATE, Cole uses different types of art to 
tell the story of the Free Republic of California: installation, 
text, ephemera, sculpture, painting, and collage.   
 
Give students a silent moment to look at this image, then ask: 
 
What is going on here? What more can we find?  
 
Ask students to write a response to the prompt: Write a 
postcard to a family member or friend about your visit to The 
Free Republic of California. Describe what artwork and 
objects you saw. What did you learn on your visit? What are 
you thinking about now?  
 
On the front of your postcard, draw a picture of your visit. 
 
For middle to high-school students, create a local campaign 
to raise awareness about an environmental issue. Get 
creative, create stickers or buttons to distribute physically or 
post information slides or short videos on social media.  
 
Before launching your local campaign, read Article 2, Section 
13 of the Free Republic of California Constitution.  
 
Let’s unpack this text. What’s going on in this clause? Why 
do you think Cole included environmental protections in the 
new Constitution? You can use additional sources to help 
with your campaign. Remember to cite or credit your sources.   
 

Cole Sternberg, owls stirred the silence, thermal transfer, paper and 
acrylic on finished wood panels, 9’x12’, 2020, © Cole Sternberg. 
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SEED OF HOPE: THE PAST IS THE FUTURE 
 

 
Álvaro Daniel Márquez, Seeds of Hope: The Past is the Future, Linocut-
based serigraphy, acrylic paint, corn husks, relief print on wall, gold 
lamé, repurposed tree branches, vinyl lettering, 10’ x 16’, 2020, photo 
by Mark Knight, © ESMoA 

Ask students, 
 
What is going on here? What more can we find?  
 
What questions is Álvaro asking us to consider? Why do 
you think he is asking us these questions?  
 
For middle to high-school students, 
Álvaro is currently directing a social practice (a form of art 
making that insists that social relations are a medium of art, 
not just the objects we make) through a participatory 
Instagram art project called Seeds of Change. Participants 
are invited to place an acorn sticker by Álvaro in a public 
space, document it with a photograph, and provide a brief 
caption explaining what you think we could do to build a 
better future. Álvaro encourages all participants to think 
BIG.  
 
What do every day efforts looks like to effect social change 
in your community? How can this be accomplished?  
 
Before sharing/publishing the photo, participants are also 
asked to share a land acknowledgement. For example, if 
you live in Los Ángeles, you may be a guest in the 
homeland territory of the Tongva who are the original 
inhabitants and stewards of the Los Ángeles basin. 
However, there are many Indigenous groups who call this 
space home, so a good place to begin your research is 
https://nativeland.ca. There you can type in your location 
and get a fairly accurate list of the Indigenous people who 
first called this area home. To learn more about the project, 
and to participate, visit @alvarodmarquez.  
 
Alternatively, create an independent study where you use 
research and art to address an issue in your community.  

 
Before entering The Free Republic of California, ESMoA 
Scholar Álvaro D. Márquez asks visitors to consider a 
series of questions about our relationship to the land we 
now call California and its history via his installation, 
Ecologies of displacement.  
 
“The questions included in [Seeds of Hope: The Past is the 
Future] function to implicate us in the settler colonial 
project, and the acorns sprouting from the burned-out tree 
remind us that there is still hope for a better future; one 
where people and the natural environment can live in better 
harmony. They also remind us that Indigenous people’s 
practices of land stewardship, rooted in a reciprocal 
relationship were we take care of the land and the land 
takes care of us, offer models for thinking about how to 
articulate a future that learns from Indigenous neighbors.” 
Let’s take a silent moment to look at the image.  
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QUESTION FOR THE SETTLER STATE 
 

 

 “In my practice, I strive to articulate a form of art that functions 
as a modality of social inquiry. For this exhibit, I wanted visitors 
to consider the complicated history of this place we now call 
California, before we consider the notion of an independent 
republic.”  
 
Let’s take a silent moment to look at the image. Ask students,  
 
What is going on here? What more can we find? What connects 
this image to the one we looked at first? 
 
Ask students to write a response the question, 
 
What can images tell us about our past? How can they help us 
move toward a more just and sustainable future? 
 
For middle to high-school students, ask students to read and 
respond to this quote from Alvaro: 
 
“Using an archival map of the Indigenous settlements in what 
we now call Los Angeles during the Portola Expedition of 1769, 
this piece asks us to consider the implications of building a state 
on unceded Indigenous land. As an artist with training as a 
historian and cultural studies scholar, I am interested in 
understanding my, and our, place in the history of this form of 
displacement and erasure, and find that archival resources such 
as this one help us to see history in ways that exceed traditional 
historical pedagogy and notions of art as a purely formal 
pursuit.”  
 
Ask students, How do Álvaro and Cole use research in their art 
practice? How can you use research and art as tools to 
understand history? How can art and research be used to effect 
social changes?  

 
Álvaro Daniel Márquez, Questions for the Settler State, Digital 
print on backlit media, 48” x 48”, 2020, photo by Mark Knight, © 
ESMoA. 
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